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Sunday, August 26, 2018 

“Eat and Believe” 

Text: John 6:56-69 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

“Jesus said, ‘Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in 
me, and I in them.’” I imagine that hearing or reading the first words of 
this morning’s gospel lesson makes most of us either extremely 
comfortable or unspeakably uncomfortable. For those of us who think of 
ourselves as sophisticated Christians, we’d probably say, “Of course I 
understand this passage. Jesus is talking about the Eucharist.” And we 
would be correct; centuries of the Church’s teaching and having received 
the doctrines of our faith for nearly two thousand years have brought us 
to a deep understanding of who Jesus is and how he brings in direct 
contact with God through the consumption of his Body and Blood. Indeed, 
we pray for this in the Prayer of Humble Access, which we recite in our 
Rite 1 liturgy just before we receive communion: “Grant us therefore, 
gracious Lord, so to eat the flesh of thy dear Son Jesus Christ, and to 
drink his blood, that we may evermore dwell in him, and he in us.” We 
find comfort in the power of Christ’s Body and Blood in the Eucharist to 
nourish, heal, and save. Eternal life is what we seek and eternal life is 
what we’ll get. “Whoever eats me will live because of me. This is the bread 
that came down from heaven…The one who eats this bread will live 
forever.” 

Many who hear these words, however, will have quite the opposite 
reaction. Many who hear these words would prefer to do what we all like 
to do with subject matter that is difficult to understand or that makes 
uncomfortable: not think about it or talk about it—just ignore it and 
pretend it doesn’t exist. They wouldn’t be totally wrong either. Even 
Jesus’s disciples told him that his teaching was difficult. “Who can accept 
it?” they asked. The story from the Gospel says that many who heard 
Jesus say this while he was teaching in the synagogue “turned back and 
no longer went about with him.” Remember, those folks were not 
sophisticated Christians like we are with the foundations of centuries of 
Church doctrine under their belt. Those folks were devout Jews with deep 
devotion to the Scriptures and knowledge of what was written in them. 
It was bad enough that Jesus claimed that he could offer bread better 
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than the manna that God had given the Israelites in the wilderness, 
which sustained them after the Great Exodus from Egypt. He was 
rubbing against their sensitivities for one of the great miracles of their 
history. But eating flesh was the last straw! For them, touching any flesh 
that was dead was not only forbidden, but would render a person 
unclean—a state of being that would result in being cast out from one’s 
community. No one would be allowed to touch them, speak to them, or 
even associate with them. So, yeah, hearing Jesus making the claim that 
if they ate his flesh and drank his blood would have been very disturbing. 
No wonder they turned and ran the other way! 

From time to time over the years, I have had conversations with 
friends and strangers alike who weren’t Christian, didn’t believe, or felt 
they had lost their faith, who were bothered by the thought of eating flesh 
and drinking blood. “How can I belive in something so ridiculous? You 
eat your god!” Throughout the whole of human history, across religions 
and cultures all over the world, the consumption of human flesh or blood 
has been taboo, forbidden, and fundamentally criminal. Oh yes, we may 
have heard of various tribes, cultures, and religious practices where the 
consumption of human flesh was done, but for most of the world, it is 
absolutely unacceptable. 

It was for Jesus, too, and what he said, written in the Gospel of 
John, was on a completely different level. Jesus was teaching them at a 
level that went beyond that of the physical world. Jesus was trying to 
convince his followers that God was faithful and would provide for them 
what they needed. The followers of Jesus remembered that God had 
provided manna for his people in the wilderness. They had witnessed a 
number of miracles, including the healing of the son of a royal official 
simply by his word, the healing of a lame man by the Sheep’s Gate of 
Jerusalem, the feeding of five thousand with five loaves of bread and two 
fish, and yet, they still did not believe that God would continue to provide 
for them. They did not trust that Jesus was showing them the unfailing 
power of God to give them what they needed. See, that’s where the 
people’s mind was at, so Jesus came up with a metaphor, an image that 
they could connect with. Bread was about the most basic thing that they 
could understand. Bread is a staple food worldwide and is one of the 
oldest foods that humans have prepared since the beginning of 
agriculture. Bread has kept humans alive for a very, very, very long time. 
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So, when Jesus said he offered something to the spirit as life-sustaining 
as bread is to the body, he was trying to get his followers to understand 
that God would, indeed, take care of them and sustain them, no matter 
what course their lives might take. 

For us, today, that bread makes God real and present to us. Martin 
Luther, in a book about the sacraments once wrote this: “Although [God] 
is present in all creatures, and I might find him in stone, in fire, in water, 
or even in a rope, for he certainly is there, yet he does not wish that I 
seek him there apart from the Word, and [thereby] cast myself into the 
fire or the water, or hang myself on the rope. He is present everywhere, 
but does not wish that you grope for him everywhere. Grope, rather, 
where the Word is, and there you will lay hold of him in the right way.” 
For us the Word is in the sacraments; for us the Word is in the Holy 
Eucharist. For us, ordinary bread and wine are transformed into the very 
real Presence of the living God—his very flesh and very blood. He asks 
us to eat his flesh and drink his blood—and no one else’s—because his 
flesh and his blood aren’t like anyone else’s. His is that of God, and in so 
doing, we encounter God in our present lives and he meets us in ours. 
Wherever we are along our life’s journey, God meets us in the Blessed 
Sacrament and he feeds us with something we can’t get at Stop and Shop, 
C-Town, or the corner bodega. He feeds us with the bread of life—not just 
eternal life, but the comfort, confidence, and support to make it through 
this life. That bread gives us the reassurance that we can get up and face 
tomorrow, and the next day, and the next day, and the day after that. 
That bread and that wine which become for us Body and Blood give us 
that armor of God that Paul wrote about in his letter to the Ephesians to 
make us able “to stand against the wiles of the devil” and to fight the 
struggle against the rulers, the authorities, the cosmic powers of the 
physical world, and the forces of evil in the spiritual. Even in the midst 
of those who have lost their faith, or those who are struggling to find God, 
or those who want to turn and walk the other way, or those who simply 
do not believe, remembering that Jesus is living bread reinforces that 
God provides. He provides what we need—not always what we want, not 
usually what we think we need, but what he knows we need. We can 
thank God for shocking us in the way he did in today’s Gospel lesson, so 
that we know that God will always be there for us now and for ever. Amen. 
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